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DESCRIPTION

CONDITION CHECK ONE 'CHECK ONE

——EXCELLENT —DETERIORATED —UNALTERED X_ORIGINAL SITE
X coo0 —RUINS X_ALTERED —MOVED DATE—..
__FAIR —_UNEXPOSED ’

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN} PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Gumbel Building, 801 Walnut Street, in Kansas City's Central Business District,
is situated on a sloping, corner location. The six-story rectangular building is
oriented with its main facade facing west. It has a frontage of 72 feet on Walnut
Street and 110 feet on Eighth Street.

The building is divided into three horizontal divisions: 1) the first floor;
2) the second through fifth floors, and; 3) the sixth floor and cornice.

The first floor originally had a corner entrance as well as an entrance on the east
facade. The corner entrance has been removed and the entire first floor modernized
by the addition of plate glass display windows. The main entrance on the east facade
is recessed, off center to the right, and marked by red marble pilasters. Another
entrance is located at the east end of the north facade. A cornice with a drip

mold divides the first and second floors.

The middle division of the building is the most ornate. This section is marked by
square piers at the corners of the building. Where these piers join the fifth floor,
ornate terra cotta work, topped with Roman eagles, is featured. The west and

north facades of this section are faced with terra cotta and fenestrated with
three-part "Chicago" style windows, set in slightly recessed bays. The piers

between the windows are ornate and rounded, suggesting Roman fasces, the bundle

of rods symbolic of power. These rounded piers terminate at the top of the fifth
floor with ornate composite capitals surmounted by a decorative shield and wreath
motif. A decorative string course with a drip mold separates the fifth and sixth
floors.

The top division of the building continues the squared corner piers. Recessed
"Chicago" style windows are used, separated by squared piers. An ornate Italianate
copper cornice completes the building. The east and south facades of the building
are faced with brick and fenestrated with paired rectangular windows. The terra cotta
and brick facades of the building conceal its reinforced concrete construction, with
iron columns and skeleton steel front and sides. The building was reinforced with
wire cable, rather than the more common reinforcement bars. A cinder aggregate was
used to reduce the weight of the concrete, but the building was constructed of
sufficient strength to allow the addition of two stories in the future, although
this has not been done. The expanded metal floors were covered with terrazzo and
slate was used for the baseboards. All precautions were taken to make this building
fireprooff Fifty-six thousand square feet of floor space are contained in the
building. ‘

FOOTNOTES

1. MWestern Contractor, 20 May 1903, p. 1.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Gumbel Building, 801 Walnut, in Kansas City's Central Business District, is
significant in that it is one of the earliest examples of reinforced concrete
construction in the country. John W. McKecknie, the designer, was a significant
Kansas City architect and a pioneer in the use of reinforced concrete construction.

Reinforced concrete was apparently introduced into the United States in 1870 by
Ernest Ransome, superintendent of the Pacific Stone Company of San Francisco.

In 1884 he acquired a patent on the use of twisted iron rods to reinforce concrete.
The advantage to this means of construction was to eliminate the wall mass,
substituting a framework of columns and floors, making possible large window

areas. Early reinforced concrete buildings hid the means of construction by terra
cotta slabs. Not until the Cincinnati architects, Elzner and Anderson, built the
Terminal Warehouse in Kansas City in 1905, was the concrete exposed, displaying

an interest in the aesthetic values of the material.

Skyscraper construction in steel had gained wide popularity in the United States
because of its rapid assembly techniques. Reinforced concrete was touted as an
alternative with proponents noting certain construction advantages. As each floor
hardened, it could become the formwork of the floor above, decreasing the cost of )
scaffolding and .proving an invaluable saver of space on sites bordered by busy
streets. By 1905, textbooks on the principles of reinforced concrete construction
appeared.1

In this-context, the Gumbel Building of 1904 is clearly one of the earliest tall,
reinforced concrete buildings, and John W. McKecknie a significant early user of
this technigue.?

McKecknie was born in Clarksville, Ohio, in 1862 and spent his early Tife in
Wilmington, Ohio. He graduated from Princeton University in 1888 and then continued
his architectural studies at Columbia University, New York. He came to Kansas City
in 1896 and opened an architectural office. In 1915 he formed a partnership with
Frank E. Trask, the firm being known as McKecknie and Trask. McKecknie died in 1934.
Other examples of McKecknie's reinforced concrete work in Kansas City are the
Montgomery Ward and Company Building of 1908 at the southwest corner of Nineteenth
and Campbell Streets, and the Gloyd Building, 921 Walnut Street, of 1909.3
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The survey of Missouri's historic sites is pbased on the selection of sites as they
relate to theme studies in "Missouri's State Historic Preservation Plan."

The Gumbel Building, therefore, is being nominated to the National Register of
Historic Places as an example of the themes of "Architecture," “"Economics,"

and "Technology.”

FOOTNOTES

1. Peter Collins, Concrete, The Vision of A New Architecture (London: Faber and
Faber, 1959), pp. 63 and 86-87.

2. Donald Hoffmann, "Early Concrete Construction in Kansas City,"
Skylines and Midwest Architect, 15 (Dec.~-Jdan. 1965): 13-22.

3. Kansas City /Missouri/ Star, 20 October 1934, p. 2.
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The Gumbel Building, 801 Walnut, in Kansas City's Central Business District, is
significant in that it is one of the earliest examples of reinforced concrete
construction in the country. John W. McKecknie, the designer, was a significant
Kansas City architect and a pioneer in the use of reinforced concrete construction.
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